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BETWEEN CONFORMITY AND RESISTANCE: 
BEYOND THE BALCH-ELLIOTT DEBATE TOWARDS A POSTCOLONIAL READING OF 1 PETER∗
David G. Horrell
The Balch-Elliott debate and the reasons for a new methodology
First Peter remains, and is likely always to remain – for all sorts of theological and 
historical reasons – a relatively neglected corner of the New Testament canon, despite the 
best efforts of primopetrophiles to rehabilitate it.1 It would hardly leap to mind as an 
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It was an honour to present this essay in Elliott’s company, twenty-five years after the 
publication of the two monographs (his and David Balch’s) that sparked the debate from 
which my paper (and others too) takes its initial orientation. The research and writing for 
this essay were supported by a Small Research Grant from the British Academy for which I 
here express my sincere thanks. I would also like to thank Jonathan Morgan for assistance 
with creating a bibliographical database, John White for giving me an initial orientation to 
the literature on postcolonialism, and Stephen Moore for valuable comments on a draft. 
1 Here, of course, I allude to the work of John Elliott, a prominent primopetrophile (Elliott’s 
term), who has done most to rehabilitate this ‘exegetical step-child’ (cf. John H. Elliott, 
'The Rehabilitation of an Exegetical Step-Child: 1 Peter in Recent Research', JBL, 95 
(1976), 243-54. Elliott’s most influential and substantial contributions to research on 1 
Peter are: The Elect and the Holy: An Exegetical Examination of 1 Peter 2:4-10 and the 
Phrase Basileion Hierateuma (NovTSup, 12; Leiden: Brill, 1966); A Home for the 
Homeless: A Sociological Exegesis of 1 Peter, Its Situation and Strategy (Philadelphia: 
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obvious storm centre of debate and discussion in modern scholarship. Stephen Neill, with 
perhaps a touch of hyperbole, did in fact describe this short letter as precisely that in his 
1964 survey of the history of NT interpretation, referring specifically to the starkly 
contrasting views of 1 Peter in two (then) recently published commentaries, those of 
Edward Gordon Selwyn and Francis Wright Beare.2 But a more obvious and prominent 
‘storm centre’ in the interpretation of 1 Peter came a few decades later, in the early 1980s, 
when the letter was the focus of an important debate between David Balch and John Elliott, 
a debate generated by the contrasting conclusions of their two contemporaneously 
published monographs.3 The Balch-Elliott debate was and remains significant not only for 
the interpretation of 1 Peter but also for the use of social-scientific resources in NT studies, 
Fortress; London: SCM, 1981); 1 Peter: A New Translation with Introduction and 
Commentary (AB37B; New York: Doubleday, 2000).
2 Stephen Neill, The Interpretation of the New Testament 1861-1961 (Oxford: OUP, 1964) 
343: ‘In a very real sense, the little Epistle called 1 Peter is the storm-centre of New 
Testament studies.’ For Neill, it might be noted, the divergent results in these two 
commentaries raises serious questions: ‘Now if two scholars can arrive at such widely 
divergent results, both on the basis of theoretically scientific methods of study, something 
must have gone seriously wrong somewhere’ (p. 344). The two commentaries are: Francis 
W. Beare, The First Epistle of Peter (3rd edn.; Oxford: Blackwell, 1970 [1947]) Edward 
Gordon Selwyn, The First Epistle of St. Peter (2nd edn.; London: Macmillan, 1952 [1946])
3 David L Balch, Let Wives Be Submissive: The Domestic Code in 1 Peter (SBLMS 26; 
Atlanta, CA: Scholars Press, 1981), Elliott, Home. In a recent review of research on 1 
Peter, Mark Dubis comments that ‘[o]ne of the principal debates related to the study of 1 
Peter has been that between Elliott and Balch’; Mark Dubis, 'Research on 1 Peter: A Survey 
of Scholarly Literature Since 1985', CBR, 4 (2006), 199-239, at p. 212.
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an approach that was then still relatively new but developing rapidly. 
The focus for Balch’s work, a published version of his doctoral thesis originally 
presented in 1974, was the domestic code in 1 Peter (1 Pet 2.11–3.12). In tracing the 
origins of this code to the Greek ‘household management’ (oi0konomi/a) tradition 
stemming especially from Plato and Aristotle,4 Balch made an important and lasting 
contribution to the understanding of the NT Haustafeln generally. In terms of the function 
of the code in 1 Peter, Balch saw this as connected with the tensions evident between 
Christians and their wider society. Such tensions would have been especially prominent in 
households where some individual members, slaves or wives for example (cf. 1 Pet 2.18-
20; 3.1-6), had converted to Christianity without the head of the household, or the 
household as a whole, having done so. In such instances, Christians came in for criticism 
not only for following a strange and novel eastern cult but also for ‘corrupting and 
reversing Roman social and household customs’,5 and failing to conform to the social 
expectation that household members would follow the patterns of religious observance of 
the head of the household.6 In the domestic code instruction, then, the author of 1 Peter is 
seen by Balch as urging such Christians to lessen criticism of their social deviance by 
conforming as closely as possible to accepted hellenistic social norms, without 
compromising their commitment to Christ. The code thus has an apologetic purpose, to 
demonstrate that Christians follow a respectable form of ‘constitution’.7 In his later paper 
4 Balch, Wives, 23-62.
5 Balch, Wives, 119.
6 Plutarch, for example, emphatically makes the point that the wife should know and 
worship only the gods that her husband recognises, and should avoid all strange religions 
and alien superstitions (Mor. 140D). See further Balch, Wives, 65-80.
7 Balch, Wives, 81-121.
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responding to Elliott’s work, Balch draws on social-scientific studies of how minority 
groups variously adapt to a wider society and culture to illuminate the strategy of 
assimilation or acculturation he sees in 1 Peter.8 In short, the purpose of 1 Peter, and 
specifically its domestic code, was to lessen the hostility and antagonism suffered by 
Christians by urging them to demonstrate their conformity to conventional social 
expectations. The Church, in other words, was to accommodate to the world, in order to 
reduce the tension between them.
Elliott’s ground-breaking work of what he then called ‘sociological exegesis’ (since 
relabelled ‘social-scientific criticism’) took a different approach to 1 Peter. In seeking to 
understand the situation of the addressees, Elliott focused on the terms pa&roikoi and 
parepi/dhmoi (cf. 1 Pet 1.1; 1.17; 2.11), arguing – against an established tendency to read 
these terms as metaphors indicating that the Christians’ true home was in heaven – that 
these labels described their socio-political status. The first readers of 1 Peter are depicted in 
the letter, Elliott concludes, as ‘strangers and aliens, some of whom are residing 
permanently and others of whom are living temporarily in the five regions or four 
provinces of Asia Minor’.9 For these estranged and dislocated people, the Church offered a 
‘home’, a place of belonging in which these ‘strangers’ found a positive and valued identity 
as God’s own people. The strategy of 1 Peter, then, was to foster internal cohesion among 
the community of believers, the ‘brotherhood’ (a)delfo&thj, 2.17; 5.9), to build a 
distinctive communal identity and resist external pressures to conform. 
8 David L. Balch, 'Hellenization/Acculturation in 1 Peter', in Charles H. Talbert (ed.), 
Perspectives on First Peter (Macon, GA: Mercer University Press, 1986), 79-101 , at pp. 
86-96.
9 Elliott, Home, 47.
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In order to grasp and illuminate the character of the ecclesial community and the 
strategy of the author, Elliott draws on social-scientific studies of religious sects, 
particularly the typology developed by Bryan Wilson, and categorises the church depicted 
in 1 Peter as a ‘conversionist sect’.10 This is a sect which regards the world as an evil and 
hostile place, but which at the same time considers itself to have a missionary task, to save 
individuals from this wicked world through conversion into the sect. Elliott’s stress, 
therefore, is on the distinction between the Church and the world. In direct opposition to 
Balch, he argues that: 
nothing in 1 Peter, including its discussion of household duties, indicates an interest 
in promoting social assimiliation. It was precisely a temptation to assimilate so as to 
avoid further suffering that the letter intended to counteract… [T]he letter affirms 
the distinctive communal identity and seeks to strengthen the solidarity of the 
Christian brotherhood so that it might resist external pressure urging cultural 
conformity and thereby make effective witness to the distinctive features of its 
communal life, its allegiance and its hope of salvation.11
The contrast with Balch’s conclusions is clear, and leads to an almost diametically 
opposing assessment of the Church’s relationship with the world. Where Balch sees 
assimilation and conformity, Elliott sees distinctiveness and resistance.12 
10 Elliott, Home, 73-84, 101-50.
11 John H. Elliott, '1 Peter, Its Situation and Strategy: A Discussion with David Balch', in 
Charles H. Talbert (ed.), Perspectives on First Peter (Macon, GA: Mercer University Press, 
1986), 61-78 72-73, 78.
12 These contrasting assessments find resonance in many other – albeit very different – 
readings of 1 Peter, some of which expose what they see as the letter’s dangerously 
conformist and unliberating ethic, which keeps slaves and wives in their place, even in 
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Time and space do not allow an assessment of the specific points of disagreement, 
nor, indeed, of the agreements and overlaps.13 Neither can I review the various attempts to 
progress beyond the contrasting alternatives of Balch and Elliott.14 What is important here 
is to draw attention to those points which indicate the potential and the need for a 
methodology that can take us beyond the Balch-Elliott debate and their opposing 
conclusions about 1 Peter.
First, while disagreements do not necessarily indicate that a new and different 
methodology is required – they may simply indicate that one protagonist is correct, the 
suffering - e.g., Kathleen Corley, '1 Peter', in Elisabeth  Schüssler Fiorenza (ed.), Searching 
the Scriptures, Vol.2: A Feminist Commentary (London: SCM, 1995), 349-60 - others of 
which see in the letter a more positive model for the church’s distinctive existence in 
society - e.g., Miroslav Volf, 'Soft Difference: Reflections on the Relation Between Church 
and Culture in 1 Peter', Ex Auditu, 10 (1994); Larry Miller, 'La Protestation Sociale dans la 
Premiere Lettre de Pierre', Social Compass, 46 (1999), 521-43.
13 An excellent early review essay on Balch and Elliott’s work is Antoinette C. Wire, 
'Review Essay on Elliott, Home for the Homeless, and Balch, Let Wives Be Submissive', 
RSR, 10 (1984), 209-16.
14 For a valuable overview of relevant scholarship, see Stephen R. Bechtler, Following in 
His Steps: Suffering, Community, and Christology in 1 Peter (SBLDS 162; Atlanta, GA: 
Scholars, 1998), 10-18, 112-18. See also Dubis, 'Research on 1 Peter', 212-14. Bechtler’s 
own proposal is to use Victor Turner’s theory of liminality to show how ‘Christian life for 1 
Peter is a liminal existence’ (p. 118). This is a suggestive approach in various respects, but 
it fails to connect the liminality sufficiently with the imperial context which fundamentally 
(so the present argument) shapes the conditions in which the Church’s existence is played 
out.
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other mistaken! – the contrasting assessments of the letter that emerge from the use of 
different social-scientific perspectives may lead us to question whether an alternative 
approach might not be better able to account for the character and nuance of the letter’s 
content. Elliott, for example, acknowledges that ‘[a]t some points [in 1 Peter] Christian and 
secular valuations of behavior converge’, while ‘[a]t other key points… a distinctive 
Christian perspective and rationale is evident and a clear distinction of allegiance and ethos 
is stressed’.15 He sees both these aspects of relationship to the world – ‘boundary 
maintenance’ and ‘system linkage (contacts and interdependency…)’ – as part of the 
difficult balance that any minority group, not least a conversionist sect, must negotiate, and 
suggests that Balch has paid attention to ‘only one of the two horns of this dilemma’.16 But 
just as Balch may be criticised for attending only, or primarily, to the tendency towards 
conformity, or assimilation, in 1 Peter, so Elliott may be thought to have overemphasised 
the other tendency, namely the attempt ‘to reinforce a sense of distinctive Christian identity 
and solidarity’.17 The issue – one which, as Elliott notes, has dogged scholarship on 1 Peter 
for some time18 – is what kind of interpretative perspective will best enable us to do justice 
to these apparently diverse facets of the letter. 
Second, while the huge range of potentially applicable social-scientific resources 
means that a wide variety of potentially incompatible readings is always possible,19 we may 
15 Elliott, '1 Peter, Its Situation and Strategy', 66.
16 Elliott, '1 Peter, Its Situation and Strategy’, 69.
17 Elliott, Home, 106.
18 Elliott, Home, 107-108.
19 Indeed, due to the extent to which the reader is always intimately implicated in the 
construction of meaning, there will always be a diversity of readings of any text, often 
reflecting the personal, theological or political interests of the reader, as the history of 
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ask whether the resources chosen by Balch and Elliott are the most appropriate for the task, 
given the particular context of 1 Peter’s production. While Balch valuably highlights the 
extent to which 1 Peter seeks to enable the Church’s peaceful existence in society, we may 
question, as Torrey Seland has recently done, whether the model of 
assimilation/acculturation is appropriate to describe the Christians’ negotiation of their 
place in society. These converts – mostly Gentiles, it seems, from the internal evidence of 
the letter (1.14, 18; 2.10; 4.2-4)20 – have previously been well accustomed to the way of life 
of their wider society, a way of life from which they now are urged to distance themselves 
(1.14; 4.2-4). These are not, then, people for whom the wider culture is alien and strange, 
but people whose conversion to Christianity has created an alienation, the consequences of 
which need to be worked out. As Seland suggests, it might therefore be more appropriate to 
interpretation and of contemporary scholarship often shows.
20 Cf., e.g., Reinhard Feldmeier, Der erste Brief des Petrus (THNT 15/1; Leipzig: 
Evangelische Verlagsanstalt, 2005) 29: ‘dass die Gemeinde vorweigend – nicht notwendig 
ausschließlich – aus Heidenchristen besteht’. Elliott, Home , 45-46, 55-56 nn. 76-77, also 
states that Gentiles were likely in the majority, but suggests that the letter also indicates 
some Jews among its readership. It must be noted, though, that the evidence for this is less 
direct, hinging mainly upon the use of the Jewish scriptures in the letter, which, Elliott 
argues, suggests, ‘readers of Jewish origin or with previous Jewish background, for whom 
such tradition would have the most meaning and weight’ (p. 56 n. 77). But the question of 
how well an audience understood the scriptural quotations and allusions in an early 
Christian letter is a rather open one, as Christopher Stanley has recently suggested: 
Christopher Stanley, Arguing With Scripture: The Rhetoric of Quotations in the Letters of  
Paul (London and New York: Continuum, 2004).
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consider the process of acculturation into the Christian way of life, since this is the novum 
to which the readers of 1 Peter are adapting.21
The typology of sectarian groups, to which Elliott appeals, on the other hand, may 
certainly offer a valuable perspective with which to grasp something of the sense of tension 
and separation which new religious movements perceive in relation to their ‘parent’ 
religious tradition and/or their wider society – the ‘world’. The examples from which the 
sect-typology is constructed, however, are drawn from a wide range of historical and 
geographical contexts – Bryan Wilson’s initial study was of three sects in modern Britain22 
– and while this gives a broad base for a generic model, we may question whether it 
adequately includes the most significant factors shaping the church-world relationship in 1 
Peter. When Elliott suggests that ‘it is necessary to look no further than the sectarian 
composition of the communities addressed [in 1 Peter] to account for the conflict that 
characterizes their situation’, or that ‘1 Peter… represents a response to those problems 
with which conversionist sects in general must struggle’,23 we may wonder whether this 
does not overlook, or at least underemphasize, the central fact about the particular world in 
which the addressees lived and which most fundamentally determines their difficult 
relationship with it: the fact of empire. 
Indeed, what is most obviously missing from both these social-scientific 
approaches – and from most other attempts to move beyond the Balch-Elliott debate – is 
explicit attention to the structures of (imperial) domination within which the addressees of 
21 Torrey Seland, Strangers in the Night: Philonic Perspectives on Christian Identity in 1 
Peter (Biblical Interpretation Series 76; Leiden: Brill, 2005) 147-89, esp. 168-87.
22 Bryan R. Wilson, Sects and Society: A Sociological Study of Three Religious Groups in 
Britain (London: Heinemann, 1961)
23 Elliott, Home , 74, 102, my emphasis. Cf. also pp. 78, 80. 
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1 Peter must negotiate their conformity and/or their resistance to the world. Put positively, 
we might suggest that the most relevant social-scientific resources for appreciating the 
community-world relationship in 1 Peter are likely to be those which concern themselves 
specifically with contexts of imperial/colonial domination and with the ways in which 
subaltern groups produce and sustain their identity in such contexts. In the following 
section, I shall attempt to show how the work of writers in postcolonial studies offers some 
valuable resources with which to appreciate this crucial dynamic in the making of 1 Peter.
Resources from postcolonial studies
I begin not with a specifically postcolonial approach but with a broader study of the ways 
in which the dominated practise various forms of resistance, in the work of the political 
scientist James Scott. Building primarily upon his studies of peasant societies in Malaysia, 
but ranging much more widely too, Scott has presented a rich and compelling analysis of 
the various forms of ‘everyday’ resistance practised by subordinate groups and classes.24 
Scott’s work, especially in Domination and the Arts of Resistance, is – like some of the 
comparative work we have just mentioned on religious sects – wide-ranging and cross-
cultural, taking examples from diverse historical and geographical contexts. Where it 
begins to help to inform our methodology, however, is in its particular focus on relations of 
domination, and the varied forms of resistance practised by those who are relatively weak 
24 James C. Scott, Weapons of the Weak: Everyday Forms of Peasant Resistance (New 
Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1985); idem, Domination and the Arts of 
Resistance: Hidden Transcripts (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1990) For 
recent applications of Scott’s work to New Testament studies, see Richard A. Horsley (ed.), 
Hidden Transcripts and the Arts of Resistance: Applying the Work of James C. Scott to 
Jesus and Paul (Semeia Studies 48, Atlanta: SBL, 2004).
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in such patterns of relationship. It provides a valuable perspective to shape our 
conceptualisation of the crucial issues of resistance and power.
Scott insists that we must not restrict our definition of resistance to the open and 
physical forms of rebellion that are comparatively rare, of generally short duration, and 
usually quashed by superior force. Scott’s interest is in the many and diverse ways in which 
subordinates express and practise their resistance to oppression, in what he calls ‘the 
immense political terrain that lies between quiescence and revolt’.25 One such mode of 
resistance is through what Scott calls hidden transcripts: modes of discourse generally kept 
hidden from the public stage, where the official, sanctioned transcript dominates. Such a 
‘hidden’ transcript may be expressed when the oppressed meet away from the gaze of their 
oppressors, as in the visions of reversal and judgment, the ‘symbolic inversions’,26 
expressed in African-American slave religion, visions, of course, often directly indebted to 
biblical language and imagery. Other modes of resistance may appear on the public stage, 
but in ways which (generally) avoid direct and personal confrontation: anonymous rumours 
and gossip, euphemisms, ambiguous gestures, ‘accidental’ acts of insubordination, and so 
on. Importantly, Scott’s work should warn us against seeing rebellion and resistance only in 
texts and communities that are blatantly and overtly opposed to the established powers in 
the world. More usual, but no less forms of resistance, are modes of communication and 
action that subtly and changeably weave resistance into what is in various other respects a 
discourse of conformity and obedience. Indeed, an appreciation of the variable, complex, 
ambiguous, even compromised, relations between resistance and complicity is a crucial 
methodological key, which will be further developed in our engagement with postcolonial 
writers below. Scott’s work also serves as a warning to avoid characterising the ‘weak’ as 
25 Scott, Domination, 199.
26 Cf. Scott, Domination, 166-72.
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powerless. Certainly there is no attempt to obscure the extent to which the dominant and 
powerful wield the big sticks, and are able to exercise power through a range of ideological 
and physical means, not least the brute force to subdue and coerce by terror. But the weak 
also exercise agency and power through the mulitfarious means by which they resist their 
domination, whether in hidden or overt ways, and whether through linguistic means (such 
as jokes, gossip, parody, etc.) or by physical acts (such as poaching, concealment, evasion, 
etc.).27 
While Scott’s work incorporates a wide range of examples and socio-historical 
contexts, their uniting feature being some form of resistance enacted or expressed by 
subordinates, postcolonialism deals with a yet more specific context crucial for the 
understanding of 1 Peter: colonialism and imperialism.28 Postcolonialism ‘deals with the 
effects of colonization on cultures and societies’,29 with its specific disciplinary focus on 
the impact of, and reactions to, European colonialism from the sixteenth century to the 
present day.30 The prefix ‘post’, it is important to note – without or without a hyphen, a 
matter of some debate in the field – does not indicate an interest only in the period after the 
27 Cf. the summary table in Scott, Domination, 198; more generally on the manifold 
strategies by which the dominated insinuate and practice resistance, see pp. 136-201.
28 These two terms, as R.S. Sugirtharajah notes, are, ‘[i]n postcolonial writing… often 
lumped together, and tend to be used interchangeably’, though colonialism, in Edward 
Said’s words (quoted by Sugirtharajah), ‘almost always a consequence of imperialism’, has 
a more specific meaning as ‘the implanting of settlements on distant territory’; R.S. 
Sugirtharajah, Postcolonial Criticism and Biblical Interpretation (Oxford: OUP, 2002) 24.
29 Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths, and Helen Tiffin, Post-Colonial Studies: The Key 
Concepts (London and New York: Routledge, 2000), 186.
30 Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin, Post-Colonial Studies, 188.
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‘departure’ of the colonial power, although the ramifications of decolonization and the 
realities of neo-colonialism are of obvious interest to those working in this area.31 The 
concerns of postcolonial studies may rather be defined as ‘engaging with the textual, 
historical, and cultural articulations of societies disturbed by the historical reality of 
colonial presence’32 – a definition which rightly, if only just, leaves both colonising and 
colonised societies as proper foci of postcolonial study.
Although the focus of postcolonial studies is the impact of modern European 
colonialism, the ideas and concepts are pertinent – as long as one is equally aware of the 
differences33 – to the study of the Roman empire too, not least since this empire served in 
31 For a sense of the issues at stake, the following quotation is indicative: ‘Whereas some 
critics invoke the hyphenated form “post-colonialism” as a decisive temporal marker of the 
decolonising process, others fiercely query the implied chronological separation between 
colonialism and its aftermath — on the grounds that the postcolonial condition is 
inaugurated with the onset rather than the end of colonial occupation’ (Leela Gandhi, 
Postcolonial Theory: A Critical Introduction [Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 
1998] 3). Cf. also Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths, and Helen Tiffin, The Empire Writes 
Back: Theory and Practice in Post-Colonial Literatures (Second edn., New Accents; 
London and New York: Routledge, 2002 [1989]), 1-2. One might perhaps say that the 
‘post’ best refers to what comes after the moment of colonisation, not to what comes after 
the (putative) end of colonisation.
32 Sugirtharajah, Postcolonial Criticism, 11.
33 For example, the essentialist definitions of race that were so prominent in European 
colonialism are not encountered in anything like the same form in the Roman Empire. I am 
grateful to John White for this point.
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some respects as a model for the European vision.34 Indeed, interest in the relevance of 
postcolonial perspectives to biblical studies has been growing considerably in recent 
years.35
Postcolonialism does not constitute, or present, a specific or unified theoretical 
package that could be ‘applied’ to a biblical text. The field is much too diffuse and varied, 
and essentially concerns attempts to read literature produced in colonial contexts with an 
eye to the impact of colonisation/imperialism and the ways in which colonised subjects 
resist such incursions and sustain or create cultural and social identity. A focus on 
resistance, and the forms it may take, is thus prominent in postcolonial studies, and, as with 
Scott, so too many postcolonial studies emphasise the diverse and nuanced forms that 
resistance and opposition may take. Anuradha Needham, for example, notes the claim of 
34 Cf. Sugirtharajah, Postcolonial Criticism, 24. For application of post-colonial 
perspectives to the study of Roman imperialism see Jane Webster and Nicholas J. Cooper 
(eds.), Roman Imperialism: Post-Colonial Perspectives (Leicester Archaeology 
Monographs, 3; Leicester: School of Archaeological Studies, University of Leicester, 
1996).
35 See, e.g., R.S. Sugirtharajah (ed.), The Postcolonial Bible (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic 
Press, 1998); R.S. Sugirtharajah (ed.), The Postcolonial Biblical Reader (Oxford: 
Blackwell, 2006); Stephen D. Moore and Fernando F. Segovia (eds.), Postcolonial Biblical 
Criticism: Interdisciplinary Intersections (London and New York: T&T Clark, 2005). For 
application of the perspective to Josephus, see John M. G. Barclay, 'The Empire Writes 
Back: Josephan Rhetoric in Flavian Rome', in Jonathan Edmondson, Steve Mason, and 
James Rives (eds.), Flavius Josephus and Flavian Rome (Oxford: OUP, 2005), 315-32; 
John M. G. Barclay, Flavius Josephus: Translation and Commentary, Volume 10, Against  
Apion (Leiden: Brill, 2006).
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many critics ‘that no modes of resistance, whether they acknowledge it or not, are 
completely free of their implication in the domination they resist’.36 Inversion, for example, 
a prominent strategy in literatures of resistance, ‘would not be possible without the terms 
and evaluations embodied in and by the dominant, which the inversion then attempts to 
devalue (and revalue) through a process of transvaluation’.37 Concerning another form of 
resistance, and quoting Simon Gikandi and Stuart Hall, Needham writes of ‘“the mutual 
imbrication and contamination” of dominant and subordinate, colonizer and colonized, 
which in turn renders each… “inextricably mixed and hybrid”’.38 Needham’s study is 
especially pertinent to a consideration of 1 Peter, since her concern is with the forms of 
resistance expressed by writers located in the metropole who are thus living in ‘diaspora’, 
away from their homelands in Africa or South Asia.39 
This emphasis on the ambivalence and complexity of resistance and conformity is 
especially prominent in the work of Homi Bhabha, one of the most influential, if difficult, 
postcolonial writers. Bhabha’s key ‘enabling assumption’, Stephen Moore notes, ‘is that 
the relationship between colonizer and colonized is characterized by ambivalence… 
attraction and repulsion at the same time’.40 To quote Bhabha:
36 Anuradha Dingwaney Needham, Using the Master's Tools: Resistance and the Literature 
of the African and South-Asian Diasporas (Basingstoke and London: Macmillan, 2000) 10.
37 Needham, Master's Tools, 11; on the use of inversion, see also Scott, Domination, 166-
72.
38 Needham, Master's Tools, 9.
39 Needham, Master's Tools, 1, et passim. 
40 Stephen D. Moore, Empire and Apocalypse: Postcolonialism and the New Testament 
(Sheffield: Sheffield Phoenix Press, 2006) 109.
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Resistance is not necessarily an oppositional act of political intention, nor is it the 
simple negation or exclusion of the “content” of another culture, as a difference 
once perceived. It is the effect of an ambivalence produced within the rules of 
recognition of dominating discourses as they articulate the signs of cultural 
difference and reimplicate them within the deferential relations of colonial power.41
Moore puts the essential point concisely: ‘For Bhabha, resistance and complicity coexist in 
different measures in each and every colonial subject’.42
Also important in this regard is another concept which is prominent in Bhabha’s 
work: the concept of ‘hybridity’, an attempt to express the idea that the encounter of 
coloniser and colonised creates forms of interaction and interdependence that affect the 
construction of their subjectivities such that these are formed and articulated in what 
Bhabha calls a ‘Third Space’, an ‘in-between’. Bhabha insists that any idea of cultural 
‘originality’ or ‘purity’ is untenable, because cultural identity and cultural difference are 
articulated precisely in ‘that Third Space of enunciation’ which is a space of ‘hybridity’: 
‘we should remember that it is the “inter” – the cutting edge of translation and negotiation, 
the in-between… that carries the burden of the meaning of culture’.43 Language, as 
Bhabha’s comment already implies, is necessarily implicated in this interaction, and as 
41 Homi K. Bhabha, The Location of Culture (London and New York: Routledge, 1994) 
110.
42 Moore, Empire and Apocalypse , 110.
43 Homi K. Bhabha, 'Cultural Diversity and Cultural Differences [1988]', in Bill Ashcroft, 
Gareth Griffiths, and Helen Tiffin (eds.), The Post-Colonial Studies Reader (2nd edn.; 
London and New York: Routledge, 2006), 155-57, at pp. 156-57. See further Bhabha, 
Location of Culture , 111-15; Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin, Post-Colonial Studies , 118-
19; Gandhi, Postcolonial Theory , 129-31.
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such – and also as a medium of power – is a site of contest and negotiation in colonial 
engagements. Indigenous languages may, for example, be used and preserved as a 
deliberate means to sustain distance and distinctiveness, often in the face of overt efforts to 
insist on use of (only) the imperial language. Alternatively, the coloniser’s language may be 
used, but changed and subverted as the colonised express both difference and resistance.44 
Consequently, some theorists have adopted the notion of ‘creolisation’ – of language and of 
identity – another facet of this negotiation of hybrid cultural identity in the in-between 
space.45 
Postcolonial writers, drawing, of course, on biblical images and terms, also 
frequently invoke the notions of diaspora and exile to denote the experience of those 
displaced from their homeland due to the effects of colonisation and imperialism.46 
Significantly, though, given the use of such terms in 1 Peter, postcolonialism is not only 
concerned with these terms as a literal description of those physically displaced by empire 
44 See Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin, Empire, 37-50; Amitava Kumar, 'Passport Photos', in 
Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths, and Helen Tiffin (eds.), The Post-Colonial Studies Reader 
(2nd edn.; London and New York: Routledge, 2006), 455-59, who quotes Salman Rushdie 
(on p. 455): ‘Those of us who do use English do so in spite of our ambiguity towards it, or 
perhaps because of that, perhaps because we can find in that linguistic struggle a reflection 
of other struggles taking place in the real world, struggles between cultures within 
ourselves and the influences at work upon our societies. To conquer English may be to 
complete the process of making ourselves free.’
45 See the brief summary in Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin, Post-Colonial Studies , 58-59.
46 Indicative of this interest is the section of readings under the heading ‘Diaspora’ in Bill 
Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths, and Helen Tiffin (eds.), The Post-Colonial Studies Reader 
(London and New York: Routledge, 2006 [1995]), 425-59.
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but also with what Leela Gandhi refers to as ‘the idea of cultural dislocation contained 
within this term [diaspora]’.47 Gandhi continues, drawing on the work of Bhabha and 
Frantz Fanon: 
In Bhabha’s characteristic interjections, colonialism is read as the perverse 
instigator of a new politics of ‘un-homeliness’. If colonialism violently interpellates 
the sanctuary and solace of ‘homely’ spaces, it also calls forth forms of resistance 
which can, as Fanon observes, no longer be accommodated within the familiar 
crevices and corners of former abodes… Not surprisingly, diasporic thought finds 
its apotheosis in the ambivalent, transitory, culturally contaminated and borderline 
figure of the exile, caught in a historical limbo between home and the world.48
These comments will already be forging connections in the minds of those familiar with 1 
Peter, and particularly with Elliott’s view of 1 Peter as offering ‘a home for the homeless’. 
So, as we turn to the letter, it is important to emphasise that what postcolonialism offers us 
is not a model or a theory to be applied to the text, but rather a language, an orientation, a 
series of concepts attuned to the themes of life under empire. If there is a claim that unites 
and underpins postcolonial studies it is that imperial domination, the act of colonisation, 
inevitably affects, ‘disturbs’, the societies into which its control reaches, such that studies 
of culture, literature, identity, and so on, cannot ignore – and must take as of primary 
importance – the impact of the colonial/imperial relationship and the power relationships 
entwined in it. Postcolonialism thus invites us to read 1 Peter as a literary product of a 
colonial/imperial situation, with our ears especially attuned to the ways in which this letter 
constructs the identity of the people to whom it is addressed and offers one particular way 
of negotiating existence in the empire, between conformity and resistance. Scott and 
47 Gandhi, Postcolonial Theory, 131.
48 Gandhi, Postcolonial Theory, 132.
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Bhabha in particular invite us to consider how expressions of resistance may be subtle and 
ambivalent, woven in complex ways into a discourse which may also be complicit and 
conformist, constructed in the encounter between coloniser and colonised.
Towards a postcolonial reading of 1 Peter
In the space available, what follows can only be an initial sketch of what a postcolonial 
reading of 1 Peter might look like, and a particular kind of postcolonial reading at that. 
Fernando Segovia helpfully identifies three dimensions of a ‘postcolonial optic’ for biblical 
studies: the first is the historical setting of the texts of early Judaism and Christianity in 
imperial/colonial contexts; the second is the history of biblical interpretation, and the 
emergence of modern biblical scholarship with its connections with the realities and 
ideologies of European colonial expansion; the third is the context of today’s readers in the 
global sphere and their relation to the centre(s) of power.49 It will be clear that my 
preoccupation in this essay is with the first category, namely the setting of 1 Peter in its 
historical imperial context (though this should not be taken to imply that I consider other 
facets of postcolonial biblical study to have any less value or interest).50 Betsy Bauman-
Martin’s essay in this volume, though in some respects a very different kind of postcolonial 
49 Fernando F. Segovia, 'Biblical Criticism and Postcolonial Studies: Toward a Postcolonial 
Optic', in R.S. Sugirtharajah (ed.), The Postcolonial Bible (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic 
Press, 1998), 49-65, at pp. 56-63.
50 For example, studies of the ways in which colonial expansion and domination, Christian 
mission and Bible translation were often enmeshed in an unholy alliance. See for example, 
Bhabha, Location of Culture , 102-22; Sugirtharajah, Postcolonial Criticism, 127-78; and 
the essays by Dora Mbuwayesango and Hephzibah Israel in Sugirtharajah (ed.), 
Postcolonial Reader, 259-283.
19
reading of 1 Peter, also focuses on the context of 1 Peter’s production, though Martin’s 
particular interest is in the ‘ideological imperialism’ with which the author of 1 Peter takes 
over the cultural heritage and identity-markers of Judaism.51 
‘To the elect refugees of the diaspora… from Babylon’: the letter frame (1.1-2; 5.12-14).
We begin our reading with the letter frame, which sets a context for the remainder of the 
text. The opening of the letter, immediately after naming its author as the apostle Peter, 
describes those to whom it is addressed as e0klektoi\ parepi/dhmoi diaspora~j, then 
specifies their location in this ‘diaspora’ as the Roman provinces in northern Asia Minor. 
These terms, as is widely recognised, reflect the influence on the letter of Jewish terms and 
traditions. The positive description of the readers as (God’s) elect adopts an OT designation 
widely used in early Christian literature.52 The noun parepi/dhmoj, rare outside biblical 
51 It seems to me that our essays are broadly complementary rather than contradictory. 
Bauman-Martin writes that ‘[i]t seems undeniable that the author of 1 Peter did engage in 
one form of critique of empire and its relationships. But that resistance was based largely 
on the appropriation of Judaism, and appropriation that constituted an imperialist move’ (p. 
00). My paper focuses on the subject of the first sentence – 1 Peter’s stance towards the 
Roman empire – while Bauman-Martin’s focuses on the second – the extent to which the 
author draws his materials from Judaism and the implications of this. Cf. further below, 
with nn. 76-78. My question, though, would be whether Bauman-Martin’s notion of 
ideological imperialism broadens the category of colonial contexts too much: Does any sect 
that claims to embody the true interpretation of the parent religion necessarily engage in 
such a move? 
52 Cf. e.g., Deut 4.37; 7.6-8; Psa 78.68; 135.4; Isa 41.8-9; 44.1. For specific uses of 
e0klektoi/, see e.g.: Psa 88.4 [LXX] (note the LXX plural for MT singular: ‘my chosen 
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literature,53 denoting ‘one who is (temporarily) resident in a place as an alien’,54 or even a 
refugee, appropriates the language with which Abraham voices the nature of his residence 
among the Hittites (Gen 23.4). There Abraham describes himself as a ‘a stranger and an 
alien’ (b#$wtw-rg%, pa&roikoj kai\ parepi/dhmoj), thus linking together both of the 
terms used in 1 Peter to describe the alien or estranged existence of the addresses (2.11, cf. 
1.17). The pa&roikoj, a rather more common term in Greek to denote a noncitizen, 
whether native or foreign,55 is used in the LXX to denote a ‘resident alien’ – a foreigner 
who dwells somewhere without full national or civic rights, whether a resident alien living 
among the people of Israel, or an Israelite living in a foreign land.56 Diaspora, of course, is 
the technical biblical/Jewish term for the dispersion of the Jews among the Gentiles,57 a 
term used to express the experience of being scattered, exiled, ‘led away’, or deported, 
variously denoted in the Hebrew texts. These diverse expressions, for which the LXX also 
one’); 104.6 [LXX]; 104.43 [LXX]; 105.5 [LXX]; Wis 3.9; 4.15; Sir 46.1. In the NT: Mark 
13.20, 22, 27 (and par.); Rom 8.33; Col 3.12; 2 Tim 2.10; Tit 1.1; Rev 17.14.
53 Bechtler, Following, 80.
54 Walter Grundmann, ‘dh=moj, ktl.’, TDNT 2.64. Cf. Polybius 32.6.4, who refers to the 
Greek parepi/dhmoi in Rome.
55 Bechtler, Following, 71-73.
56 Cf. Karl Ludwig Schmidt and Martin Anton Schmidt, ‘pa&roikoj, ktl.’, TDNT 5.842-48. 
See Exod 2.22; 12.45; Lev 22.10; 25.47; Deut 23.7 [LXX 23.8]; 1 Chr 5.10, etc. Indeed, it 
is the LXX use that is decisive for the meaning of these terms in 1 Peter; see Bechtler, 
Following, 64-83; Reinhard Feldmeier, Die Christen als Fremde (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 
1992) 207-208.
57 Karl Ludwig Schmidt, ‘diaspora&’, TDNT 2.99.
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uses terms (significantly for us) such as paroiki/a,58 were ‘appropriate’, Karl Ludwig 
Schmidt notes, ‘in relation to the deportations by Assyrian, Babylonian and to a lesser 
extent later conquerors, e.g. Pompey’.59 The scattering of Israel among the nations came to 
be seen, by some writers at least, as having a positive dimension: Israel’s strength and 
importance is demonstrated by her having people in every nation.60 But with the fall of 
Jerusalem in 70CE (and further defeat in 132-35CE), and the associated killing, 
enslavement, and deportations,61 the negative aspects of Israel’s experience came once 
again to the fore. 
These opening depictions of the letter’s addressees must be linked with the other 
part of the letter frame, the closing verses, and specifically the single but significant 
reference to ‘Babylon’, from where the writer sends greetings (5.13). As most 
commentators agree, this is almost certainly a reference to Rome, even if it also serves as a 
symbolic reference to the diasporic situation of the readers. With this brief characterisation, 
Rome is thus identified with the imperial power whose actions were so prominent and 
paradigmatic in Israel’s history.
58 Cf. Ezra 8.35: hlwg%h-ynb (‘sons of [the] exile’) = ui9oi\ th=j paroiki/aj; Psa 120.5 
(LXX 119.5) yt@rg (‘I live as a stranger’) = h( paroiki/a mou; Hab 3.16; Lam 2.22.
59 Schmidt, TDNT 2.100.
60 Cf. Pss Sol. 9.2; 1 Macc 15.16-24; Sib. Or. 3.271; Josephus Ant. 14.115; War 2.398; 7.43; 
Philo Leg. Gai. 36 (281-284).
61 One example: Josephus (War 3.539-40) refers to the rounding up of Jewish prisoners by 
Vespasian, the dispatching of 6,000 to work on Nero’s project to dig a canal through the 
Isthmus near Corinth, and the sale of 30,400 as slaves. Even if the numbers are 
exaggerated, the treatment of the captives is indicative.
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Thus far, our observations on the language of the letter frame are largely standard 
and well established. What is important, though, is to notice how, with just these few 
words, the writer of 1 Peter evokes a whole narrative, a kind of hidden transcript, one 
forged in the fire of Jewish experience, and one that reflects the experience of the underside 
of empire: being deported and exiled, dislocated from one’s home.62 And by identifying 
Rome as Babylon, the author not only alludes to the story of Israel’s occupation and exile 
by that ancient empire, but also casts Rome into precisely that role, ‘the very epitome and 
type of an ungodly and domineering city’.63 In this way, albeit briefly and allusively, the 
author aligns himself and his readers with a particular narrative about the Roman empire, a 
particular perspective on its actions. He does not depict – nor perhaps even long for – the 
downfall of ‘Babylon’ in the vivid and detailed manner of the writer of Revelation, but he 
says enough to show that he and John share a common story about the character and 
achievements of this empire, a story which reflects the experience of the colonised and 
enslaved, not the powerful and dominant.64 And, of course, the view of the empire as 
62 References here to the narrative evoked by the author of 1 Peter indicate that my reading 
is compatible with, and could be further expanded using, the narrative analysis of the letter 
offered by Eugene Boring elsewhere in this volume. What a postcolonial reading is 
especially concerned to consider is how the narrative implied by the leter positions the 
Church vis-à-vis the Empire, how it expresses forms and strategies of resistance, and how it 
constructs the social and cultural identity of its members, who live under Rome’s 
domination, etc.
63 Karl Georg Kuhn, ‘Babulw&n’, TDNT 1.515.
64 Indeed it is interesting and not irrelevant to note that, in his depictions of the final and 
decisive revelation which is near, the author of 1 Peter uses a)pokalup- words more 
frequently than does the author of Revelation (1 Pet 1.5, 7, 13; 4.13; 5.1; Rev 1.1). This 
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godless power, scattering and displacing the people of God, stands in stark contrast to the 
narrative promoted by the architects of empire, for whom their divinely-appointed vocation 
is to bring peace to warring tribes and civilisation to uncultured barbarians, even if this 
naturally requires the exercise of terrorising force upon those arrogant enough to resist — 
parcere subiectis et debellare superbos, as Virgil memorably expresses the Romans’ 
vocation (‘to pardon those who submit and to subdue the proud’; or, as Philip Esler 
paraphrases the idea: ‘Grovel and live; resist and die’).65
The recipients of 1 Peter were probably not literally geographically displaced 
aliens, even if a certain number among them might have been. Most scholars have been 
unpersuaded by Elliott’s arguments for a literal reading of this description of their status 
prior to conversion, and remain more inclined to see the alienation from at-homeness in the 
aspect of 1 Peter’s rhetoric is explored by Robert Webb elsewhere in this volume.
65 Virgil, Aen. 6.853; Philip F. Esler, 'God's Honour and Rome's Triumph: Responses to the 
Fall of Jerusalem in 70 CE in Three Jewish Apocalypses', in Philip F. Esler (ed.), 
Modelling Early Christianity (London and New York: Routledge, 1995), 239-58, at p. 240. 
The Res Gestae Divi Augusti serve as a prominent and very public declaration of this 
imperial perspective, commemorating Augustus’s military triumphs and establishment of 
‘peace’ by bringing further peoples into subjection to the Roman people (Res Gestae 26). 
They also culminate in the recording of Augustus’s acclamation as pater patriae. The Res 
Gestae, primarily intended to be engraved outside Augustus’s mausoleum in Rome, were 
apparently inscribed in both Latin and Greek on the walls of temples of Augustus 
elsewhere in the empire, though it is significant that our only known examples come from 
Asia Minor, including the most complete and famous example from the Temple of Rome 
and Augustus in Ancyra – so this Roman propaganda was certainly known in the areas to 
which 1 Peter was addressed. 
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